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recordings, this conclusion remains 
tentative, though it is an influential 
idea.
Why is the mirror neuron system 
so controversial? About a dozen 
papers have reported direct evidence 
for mirror neuron activity in monkeys 
and birds. Approximately 100 times 
as many papers refer to mirror 
neurons without directly recording 
their activity, often implying a 
link between mirror neurons and 
higher cognitive functions. While 
the existence of mirror neurons in 
animals is beyond doubt, the causal 
relationship between these neurons 
and phenomena such as empathy, 
mind reading, language, autism, 
esthetics, morals and politics is so 
poorly established, that the frequency 
with which the term mirror neuron is 
encountered in the literature should 
trigger some unease. 
So what is next? After the initial 
enthusiasm for the discovery of 
mirror neurons, and the stimulating 
wave of speculation that followed, 
we now need to concentrate on 
developing methods that can: localize 
these neurons in the human brain; 
examine what information they 
convey about the actions of others; 
test for a causal relationship between 
putative mirror neurons in various 
nodes of the system and higher 
brain functions in humans; and try 
to understand the evolution of this 
system. Mirror neurons give us a 
fascinating glimpse into the neural 
basis of social cognition — let us use 
careful experimentation instead of 
wild speculations and controversies 
to transform this glimpse into solid 
scientific understanding. 
Where can I find out more?
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Nineteen images have been 
chosen by a panel of judges 
based on the ability of the picture 
to communicate the wonder and 
fascination of science.
The selected images are now on 
display at the Wellcome Collection 
in London and the Image Awards 
website, which explains the stories 
behind the pictures: how the 
images were created, what they 
add to scientific understanding and 
why the judges picked them out as 
the best images this year.
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The Wellcome Image Awards are 
now a well-established event. 
The focus has been on dramatic 
micrography over recent years 
but included in this year’s winning 
pictures is an image of a Tibetan 
doctor, Amchi Tala, clutching a set 
of Tibetan medical manuscripts that 
were written in the 12th century. In a 
remote region of western Tibet, Tala 
holds the Gyu Shi (Four Tantras), the 
fundamental Tibetan medical classic, 
and a manuscript on compounding 
medicines, written by previous 
generations of Tala’s medical family.
The photographer was Theresia 
Hofer, a social and medical 
Award: Amchi Tala, a Tibetan doctor, holding copies of 12th century medical manuscripts. 
(Photo: Wellcome Trust.)
